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Fun in Games Case Study—Hidden Agenda Contest

Trivial Pursuit-style games, with excessive multiple-choice questions, are not
wanted in the Hidden Agenda contest, an annual contest for high school
and college students, at both the undergraduate and graduate levels, spon-
sored by the Liemandt Family Outreach and Education Initiative. The goal
of the contest, which is the biggest project in the 25-year history of the
foundation, is to create “stealth education,” said Lauren Davis, Director of
Stealth Education for the foundation, with students learning almost by
accident as they play a game. “Stealth education,” a phrase attributed to:
Doug Crockford of LucasArts, is learning that doesn’t seem like learning or
work because it is fun. The player learns while hawng fun. :

Traditional learning, Davis added, works well for some students, but not
others. There have been very few major changes in how school is taught in
the last century. The Hidden Agenda contest hopes to provide new ways for
students to learn while having fun. o :

Currently, the contest targets the middle school level, which is where Davis
thinks the most good can be done. At that age (12 to 15 years old), Davis
said, the students are at a stage in life where they are trying to get their
bearings. They resist outside messages and have a tendency to push back at
the structures of formal education. Also, the middle school educat;,onal
market appeared underserved. While there is a host of material for
preschoolers and children just learning to read, and there has been a lot of
growth at the university level and corporate training for adults which can
be used for high school students, according to Dav:ts there has been a'
dearth of options for middle schoolers ‘

One controversial cntenon of the Hidden Agenda contest is that the entered,
games are judged 70 percent on their entertainment value and only 30 per-
cent on their education value. The logic is that if a game is 90 percent edu-
cation, students won’t get past the first screen. Therefore, the contest
emphasizes fun. The contest judges are middle school students as well as
teachers, game designers, and professionals with experience in game—based
learning. Games haven’t seen widespread use in classrooms yet, Davis went
on, because not only do the teachers not trust that the games are teaching
the material well enough, but also because many of the games are not fun.




The foundation will do testing to make sure that the games are teaching
the desired material, but they don’t want that testing to get in the way of the
player enjoying the game.

The contest is only open to students, currently, because the foundation
likes the idea of getting new concepts from students who are still involved
in the educational process. Also, Davis believes that it helps to have fresh
ideas from people who haven’t been steeped in the common practices of
the video game industry. The team with the top entry is awarded a cash
prize of $25,000. According to Davis, the Hidden Agenda contest produced
five “phenomenal games” in its first year. The foundation’s budget, unfor-
tunately, allowed them to put only two of those into production. The first
of these, she said, would be available by fall 2005.

Stealth education won’t replace teachers, Davis insisted. Instead, it will pro-
vide an additional educational tool. For example, a teacher can provide a
Hidden Agenda game to students either as homework or as a non-required
way to reinforce the lessons in class. Playing on their own, the students
learn from the game.

Davis said that, so far, they haven’t run into any resistance from teachers.
The teachers recognize that their students play games and would like to
tap into some of that extra energy expenditure. The students, of course, are
excited by the idea.

The foundation doesn’t plan to sell the Hidden Agenda games in quantity
to school systems. Instead, they plan to distribute the games via retail and
directly to interested parents and teachers on the Web. While they don’t
expect to see mass usage of games in the classroom in the short term, Davis
said, “a lot can be done school by school, kid by kid, to show that this is a
valid way to teach and to learn.”

Other marketing options include partnering with organizations like the
Telecom Pioneers. The Telecom Pioneers is a charitable project, with a
group of retired telecommunications professionals that teach middle
school students about the telecommunications industry. Such organiza-
tions could buy those Hidden Agenda games that are relevant to them and
then give them away to the students they talk to.
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There are many different methods of distributing the games, Davis said.
The key is that the game is going to be fun. When the game is fun, it will
spread thmugh grass roots and word of mouth. :

Pltchmg Educational Games

In the United States, unlike many other countnes, such as in _Iapan and
France, the spec:tﬁcs of what are taught in the classroom are set at the local
level and not at the national level. This local emphasm provides an opening
for game developers who want to create serious games for educatlon They
do not need to pitch to the entire nation. They can, instead, pitch to the

local school board. This apphes to all levels grade schools, nnddle schools,:

high schools, colleges, and universities.

As we mentloned earher parents have become the primary target for most
commercial educational games and software. Game developers who wish

to sell dlrectly to parents are essentially targetmg the retail market. This

can be a difficult market to penetrate without the backing of a publisher
or other profit-motivated corporation. The alternative is to sell directly to
the parents via the Web or become their own pubhsher and negotlate dI&
tnbunon deals wrth mterested retaﬂers ' :

Besides servmg as the gatekeepers to the home educatmnal software mar-
ket, parents also exercise considerable control over what is taught and how
it’s taught at the schools their children attend. The local Board of Educa-
tion and the Parent Teachers Association (PTA) are powerful organizations.
that set and influence policies at public schools. Parents who send their
chlldren to pnvate schools tend to be even more involved with how the
institution is run, how the curnculum is used and how the phllosophy of
the teachers impacts theu' children.

When a school is already successful using tradxtlonal methocls of educa—
tion, it is less likely to consider alternative methodologies. Learn Technologies
Interactive created Archaeotype, a game that simulated an archaeologxcal
dig of a 5th century BC Greek ruin and developed a number of similar
products covering such subjects as astronomy and Shakespeare. Originally,
these products were for a prestigious private high school in New York.
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In the end, though, the school board lost interest in the products because
they did not think they needed to change their pedagogy. The students
were already getting into Ivy League schools, so the school board didn’t see
any reason to change.

Homeschooling, and the even more free-form education pursued by “un-
schoolers,” could prove to be a significant market for serious games. Home-
schooling parents are always on the lockout for new material and new
ways to teach their children. Many of them subscribe to the same publica-
tions as professional teachers, but with the freedom to “cherry pick” the
materials and lesson plans they want to use. Homeschoolers also tend to be
part of cooperatives and, if one member of the group likes a particular
product, they promote it to the group.

Unfortunately, despite their influence, parents, either as part of the Board
of Education or other organization and as groups of individuals, seldom
have access to the funding required by retail games. Thus developers will
want to focus on smaller, less expensive productions.

As another alternative, Aldrich listed a number of foundations that have
expressed an interest in education, such as the George Lucas Educational
Foundation (GLEF), the Milken Family Foundation, and the Chewonki
Foundation. The Liemandt Foundation, mentioned earlier in the “Hidden
Agenda Contest” case study, is another such organization.

Development Issues

The primary development issues in serious games for education are the
small budgets and the broad range of possible hardware and software to be
supported. The need to work closely with educators, for their expertise and
because they are a necessary part of the educational experience, has
already been discussed at length.

Like most people outside the retail video game industry, a lot of teachers
will have little to no information or experience with game development.
Game developers will need to help them understand the process. They may
have to explain what’s possible and what’s not, especially with the limited
budgets available.
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Small Budgets :

In Chase’s experience, retail video game publishers tend not to be inter-
ested in educational games. The publishers aren’t interested in selling to a
small market. They want to sell md‘lwns of copies. There just aren’t enough
teachers to command the attention of the publishers. Edutainment, which
targets parents, a much larger market than teachers, has become a mgmﬁ*
cant market, but it is still not enough to interest the big pubhshers

On top of that, Chase found little interest from the blg pubhshers for a
game that simulated something so mundane as a national election. He
spent a year trying to sell Power Politics III, but no publisher wanted an elec-
tion game until the great excitement of election night 2000. Unfortunately,
even then the attention was short-lived, and Kellogg Creek Software found
itself developmg the game on its own. As a long-time 1ndependent devel-
oper, though, Chase was up to the task. The difficulty faced by Chase and
all independent game developers is that there is currently no established
business model for making money dmng it. “‘Cheap is more than most
schools can afford Chase said. ‘ v

It’s not just the mdependents strugglmg with sellmg their games however
Prensky described the problem Lucas Learning had with their first title,
Droidworks. How should the game be marketed? And where shoulcl retailers
place it on their shelves? Does it belong with the other games or with sim-
ilar education products? This confusion proved detrimental to sales.

Taken as a whole, the current conditions severely limit the amount of fund-
ing available for general education-oriented games. Even very willing orga-
nizations often have only a fraction of the typical video game budget
available. Developers will need to be extremely cost conscious and focus on
leveraging pre-ex_tstmg and easﬂy created content and resources.

Equipment

The range of computer systems in use in education is quite broad. There are
desktops, laptops, and even handheld devices spanning several generations
of software and hardware. An additional wrinkle is that the hardware
won’t always be versions of the same platform but could be a mix of old
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and new computers from Apple as well as Windows-based PCs. This puts an
emphasis on supporting cross-platform development to reach the widest
possible market.

Fortunately, this is becoming less of an issue as the cost of computers and
software comes down and the lifespan of both continues to rise. Hardware
and software are now regular budget items in school systems. Still, to reach
the broadest possible audience, developers should target technology that is
going to be generally available at the time they finish development.

The good news, according to Chase, is that serious games for the classroom
don’t have to have eye-popping, state-of-the-art graphics, especially “if you
have something else to hook them.” The continued success of retro games
from the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s, where the graphics were seldom
the main draw, shows that even today’s youth enjoy a good game, even if
it’s not up to the latest 3D, real-time rendering standards.

Desktops and laptops are the primary platforms, currently, but Klopfer pre-
dicted that handheld personal digital assistants (PDAs) would become more
popular in the future. Not only are PDAs less expensive, which is always an
important feature for schools, but PDAs eliminate the need to move the stu-
dents into a special computer lab. The teacher can simply hand out a PDA
to each student and get on with the lesson.

CONCLUSION

Like video, film, and even books have done in the past, video games are
becoming a part of the educational process. Video games offer a flexible,
non-linear, learner- directed approach to learning that will become even
more important in the globalization underway in the 21st century. No
matter how important they become, though, serious games will not replace
teachers, professors, and other educational facilitators. Instead, these games
will be part of the new educational toolbox.

The evolution to new teaching paradigms that fully utilize video games is
already underway. This evolution will only get faster as more and more of
the so-called video game generation become teachers and professors.



ol v B w  Dsbigemsnded A P P
Chapter 6 « Educational Games

There is a catch, though. The video game industry has always been profit-
centered. Serious games for the military and other government agencies, as
we discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, and for corporations, as we will discuss
in the next chapter, come with a builtin funding system. The government
has no problem providing the funds to improve the training of its troops or
to stimulate research and development of new technologies. Similarly,
businesses are willing to spend money to get a better return on their invest-
ments in training. Schools, however, especially public schools, seldom have
the revenue or the necessary extra funding to invest in the development of
new software. ‘

New approaches to funding serious games for education will have to be dis-
covered. Maybe the retail video game publishers will start earmarking
funds to explore this new market, or maybe the future is in creative cor-
porate sponsorships, such as those Kellogg Creek Software is forming for its
games. Or maybe the money will come from a direction no one has yet con-
sidered. The future remains open. |

Serious games for corporate training will be discussed in the next chapter.



